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Abstract 
As first responders to domestic violence encounters, police officers serve as gate-keepers 
to the criminal justice system and victim support resources such as counseling or shelters. 
Police officers therefore tend to have a large impact on service utilization and long-term 
victim welfare. This study uses one-on-one interviews with police officers to explore 
their perspectives regarding domestic violence situations they encounter on duty. Most 
interviewed officers were very motivated to address domestic violence through 
perpetrator arrest, documentation, de-escalation of situations, and resource provision, and 
emphasized the importance of the sympathetic and respectful treatment of victims. 
Nonetheless, officers expressed frustration with chronically violence cases; in some cases 
this led to an indifferent or poor quality response on their part.  
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Introduction 
Domestic violence (DV) – defined for the purposes of this paper as physical, sexual, or 
emotional violence inflicted on an intimate partner (also often called Intimate Partner 
Violence, or IPV) – is a serious public health and human rights issue that affects at least a 
third of US population.1 Though estimates vary, between a fifth and half of DV results in 
some form of law enforcement involvement.2–4 Police officers involved in these 
interactions have the potential to respond to domestic violence through two connected 
approaches: by providing an effective justice system response, both on the scene and in 
follow up; and as points of entry into services offered by DV agencies, such as shelters or 
counseling.  
Anywhere from a fifth to a half of domestic violence cases are reported to the police, 
which means hundreds of thousands of cases come to their attention annually.2–4 Despite 
the critical importance of law enforcement, perspectives of officers have not been 
sufficiently explored and the current literature on police officer responses to DV in 
emergency settings is limited. When law enforcement responses have been investigated, 
it has typically only been through interviews with victims;5–7 the experiences of officers 
have yet to be captured.  
This qualitative study seeks to fill existing gaps in research by investigating three sets of 
related questions concerning officers’ perspectives of DV: (1) What attitudes do police 
officers hold told the victims and perpetrators of DV. How do they define and interpret 
DV in practice and what DV patterns do they recognize? (2) How do police officers see 
their role as first responders to DV situations and what do they see as successful vs. 
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unsuccessful responses to cases of alleged abuse?  (3) How do police officers feel about 
the adequacy of their DV-specific training and how they have come to learn positive 
strategies for DV response. What further training or additional resources do they see as 
be helpful or necessary to improve their handling of DV situations? 
Literature Review  
Domestic Violence and Police Involvement 
Estimates of prevalence and incidence of DV vary. The most reliable recent estimates 
come from CDC’s 2011 National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey,1 which 
found that 31.5% of women and 25.5% of men in the US have been physically assaulted 
by an intimate partner in their lifetime, and 4% of women and 4.8% of men experienced 
physical violence in the past 12 months. Sexual Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) 
prevalence was reported at 8.8% for women and 0.5% for men in the same survey. 
Moreover, nearly half of all men and women reported psychological aggression from a 
partner.1 The Department of Justice estimated that from 2003-12, intimate partner 
violence comprised 14.6% of all violent victimizations.4 
Whatever the precise numbers, domestic violence is clearly a substantial public health, 
human rights, and justice system issue. However, until fairly recently, domestic violence 
was seen as a “family matter”, rather than something that should be addressed through 
the criminal justice system. It was only in the 1970s that DV came to be seen as requiring 
a legal intervention; but even then, interventions were inconsistently applied.5 Much of 
the literature from the 1980s and early 1990s reported on victims’ unfavorable 
experiences with the police.8 Studies found low arrest rates (less than 20%) – essentially, 
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arrests only took place in the most severe cases and were determined entirely by officers’ 
discretion. Unsurprisingly, these practices led to very low victim satisfaction with police 
response.9,10 
The 1980s saw several civil action suits against police departments for failing to 
adequately respond to DV cases. Fear of further lawsuits, combined with continued 
pressure from feminist groups, resulted in the widespread adoption of mandatory arrest 
laws. These laws that required police to arrest DV offenders on site if sufficient evidence 
was available, independent of victims’ willingness to press charges. By 1995, 47 states 
had some form of mandatory arrest legislation. Through these changes, police officers 
became the primary responders to domestic violence situations, and DV began to make 
up an increasing share of policework.5  
As mandatory arrest laws spread, however, evidence concerning the effectiveness of 
these policies became increasingly unsupportive, as adverse repercussions for DV victims 
came to light. For instance, mandatory arrest practices sometimes disempowered victims, 
resulted in dual arrests, and led to retaliatory violence by offenders.6,11 As a result, the 
philosophy of many departments shifted towards a broader spectrum of responses, 
including incorporating more options for the victims for attaining safety and moving 
forward. While research and police training became increasingly focused on empowering 
victims, the limited definitions of DV used by police departments and practical limited 
options for victim empowerment within the psychological, sociocultural, political, and, 
economic contexts of DV have proven difficult to manage and have hindered progress.12 
Despite these challenges, police departments increasingly began to recognize the 
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variability and complexity of DV experiences. Since victims come from markedly 
different backgrounds, and experience DV in very diverse situations, uniform responses 
could not suit all.13  
The discussion of effective police response expanded from addressing the immediate 
situation effectively to connecting victims with long-term resources (such as shelters or 
counseling). The goal was to provide DV victims with lasting protection and to enable 
them to change their situations according to their own preferences since criminal justice 
interventions alone were likely to be ineffective.11,13–15 These expanded DV services 
often involved the integration of crisis response teams within police departments, 
including specially trained officers and social workers who could provide counseling, 
support through the criminal justice process, and referrals to shelters. In police 
departments that provided these expanded services, DV-experienced officers generally 
supported these policies and utilized them extensively.16  
Over the past couple of decades, police response to DV has continued to improve, 
especially from the perspective of DV victims. Several more recent studies that 
interviewed female DV victims have reported that the majority of women had a positive 
view of the police and were happy with the responses received in their cases.7,11 Research 
from 2006 found that slightly more than half of DV victims reported that police officers 
were very helpful and appeared interested in the victims’ welfare. An additional 30% of 
victims reported that responding officers were at least somewhat helpful and interested. 
According to victims, the most beneficial DV-response behaviors from police were 
listening to the victim, making sure that the surroundings and any children present were 
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safe, offering information on the DV legal process, and providing resources. Victims also 
found it helpful when officers cooperated with local agencies, as well as allowed for 
victim input in the process.5  
Despite consistent improvements in police response to DV and increasing satisfaction 
among victims supported by research, studies have also documented remaining problems 
with police responses. For example, a study from 2007 found that almost a third of DV 
victims regretted calling the police.5 In some cases, this was due to the belief that police 
interventions made the abuse worse. Other negative factors associated with police 
response included a perceived lack of interest and sympathy, and too much attention paid 
to abusers’ accounts of events.5 In another study, some women reported that the police 
made unhelpful comments. These included threatening to arrest the victim if she 
continued to call the police or to take children away if the abuse resumed.7  
Police Perspectives 
As first responders, police officers serve as “gate-keepers” to the criminal justice system 
and forms of victim support. Consequently, they tend to have a big impact on service 
utilization and long-term victim outcomes.15 Despite their importance, little research has 
been conducted to understand DV from police officers’ perspectives.  
For instance, Russell and Light (2006)15 interviewed police and DV victims in the UK 
about the issue of victim empowerment. They found that victims uniformly praised 
integrated police and social work services as giving them a better outcomes. This view 
was largely shared by the police officers, although some officers also reported negative 
attitudes towards both integrated response and the victims of DV. All victims in cases 
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where a perpetrator arrest took place reported feeling empowered, while the lack of an 
arrest led to negative perceptions of police. Proactive provision of resources and 
information was also seen as helpful by both victims and police officers. 
In addition, DeJong et al. (2008)17 looked at perceptions of DV by police officers using 
observational data from police “ride-alongs”. This research found problematic 
expressions such as victim-blaming, patriarchal attitudes towards women, and 
simplification of DV. However, positive views were also documented, including the 
identification of DV as a serious issue for police intervention, recognition of the 
complexity of IPV, and knowledge of barriers to leaving). Although this paper offers 
insight, DV was not the primary focus of the original research, and as such it offers a 
limited view. Furthermore, it is hindered by its lack of in-depth interviews with officers.  
Finally, in the paper titled “An Inside View of Police Officers’ Experience with Domestic 
Violence”, Horwitz et al. describe their use of focus groups in the only study to directly 
focus on police officer perspectives on their DV work.18 The study documented the 
frustration and disillusionment police officers often experience concerning responses to 
DV calls and their inability to effect meaningful change. According to the authors, 
experiences of frustration were especially prevalent in cases of repeated violence, where 
officers’ sense of powerlessness often turns into irritation with the victims, who were 
sometimes seen as wasting officers’ time without committing to long-term 
transformation. Officers who took part in these focus groups saw themselves as unable to 
provide lasting relief for victims because of their limited scope of practice, and 
emphasized the need for a shift in community agenda towards more integrated DV 
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services. While, as the authors point out, this exploration of police officers’ motivations 
and emotions provides some explanation for unhelpful behaviors of police documented in 
victim-centered literature, it was limited by its methods.  
All three studies were helpful in laying the groundwork for an in-depth study of police 
officer perspectives. The Horwitz study began this work by conducting focus groups 
specifically to tease out the officers’ points of view. However, there is still a need to 
explore if police officers’ reported perceptions of DV change within the context of 
confidential, one-on-one interviews.  
Methodology 
Participants and Recruitment 
Participants of this study consisted of a convenience sample of eight active police officers 
in Central North Carolina, who were contacted in spring 2015 and winter 2016. The study 
used several recruitment methods to achieve a sample that included officers of different 
genders, ethnicities, and ages. In the hope of obtaining richer data, the sample also aimed 
to include police departments of various sizes and amounts of resources devoted to 
domestic violence issues, so officers from three departments were interviewed. Initially, 
officers were recruited through informal connections, which primarily included reaching 
out to local domestic violence advocates at various agencies and gender-based violence 
leaders in police departments. Researchers also cold-called, visited, and distributed flyers 
at various police stations where no personal contacts were available. Finally, snowball 
recruitment was used in order to expand the sample further, as participants were 
encouraged to solicit participation from their colleagues (within their comfort levels).  
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Procedures 
In this study, eight one-on-one, semi-structured interviews were conducted. Respondents 
had the option of choosing a convenient space for their interview in order to ensure 
maximum comfort and confidentiality. The majority chose to be interviewed in a private 
space at the police station or in an informal setting nearby. Participants signed an 
informed consent form, including consent for audio recording prior to the interview. All 
interviewees also filled out a short demographic questionnaire before the interview 
began. Interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 1 hour 20 minutes. Although all the 
interviews were digitally recorded, the interviewer took written notes, in the event the 
audio recording failed as well as to provide observations about the interview. 
The research protocol for this study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of 
the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill (IRB #15-0431). Furthermore, all study 
protocols, including those for recruitment, were reviewed and improved by a qualitative 
methodology expert not affiliated with the study, as well as by a working group of peer 
researchers. Researchers prepared a handout containing a list of local and national 
resources for Domestic Violence and trauma victims, to be given to participants in the 
case of an adverse reaction during an interview. 
Research instruments 
A semi-structured interview guide was used to anchor the interview, containing nine 
priority questions asked of every participant, and a number of additional and follow-up 
questions. The prioritization of questions ensured that all participants were asked about 
definition and recognition of domestic violence, frequency of encountering DV, patterns 
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and complexity of DV, their perception of successful and unsuccessful handling of DV, 
as well as their personal desires regarding training and DV law enforcement process 
improvement. Respondents also completed short demographic forms prior to their 
interviews. All research instruments were shared with an expert in the field of law 
enforcement and domestic violence, as well as a qualitative working group led by an 
expert in qualitative methodologies. Feedback was incorporated into final versions. 
Furthermore, interview instruments were pilot-tested, and underwent slight modifications 
after the beta-testing stage. Between the spring 2015 and winter 2016, the interview guide 
and demographic forms were further revised to incorporate lessons learned. However, as 
the changes reflected recurring topics brought up by the respondents, the actual contents 
of the interviews did not substantially differ due to these modifications. 
Data analysis 
All interviews were transcribed verbatim by the PI and two graduate student transcribers, 
with the majority of transcriptions completed within three weeks of each interview. 
Following transcription, data were managed using Dedoose 7.0.2119, a qualitative data 
analysis program. The codebook was initially developed based on previous literature and 
initial review of early interviews, and peer reviewed by members of a qualitative 
methodology work group prior to coding. The PI then coded all interviews using both 
predetermined and open coding. Emergent codes and overarching themes were identified 
and added to the codebook during the process. A second coder then went through and 
verified all coding, suggesting modifications and additions. The researchers then met to 
review results of the coding and reconcile any discrepancies, as well as to generate 
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narrative summaries. Finally, descriptive statistics were compiled from the demographic 
forms. 
Results 
Demographics 
The eight police officers in this study included two women and six men, with ages 
ranging from 25 to 45 years. Seven of the officers were non-Hispanic white and one was 
black. While marital statuses of the responders varied (single, married, and widowed), all 
responders were heterosexual.  
The years of experience as an police officer ranged from two to thirteen years, and the 
responders’ education levels ranged from an associate’s degree to a graduate degree. Four 
of the responders completed additional domestic violence response-focused training and 
three of those considered themselves to be a part of a specialized Domestic Violence 
response team. The officers also reported variable frequencies of response to domestic 
violence-related calls, ranging from one or two per month to one per day; the majority 
reported an average of at least two incidents a week.   
Police perspectives on their roles in domestic violence: A chance to right a 
wrong 
“It’s one of my highest priorities... working. I don’t… I don’t like domestics. I 
take them, I go to as many as I can, because I want… I want the victims, again, 
whether it’s a male or a female, to understand that they do have a choice.” 
Domestic violence calls, especially those involving physical violence, were uniformly 
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seen by the officers in the study as critical, potentially dangerous, and not to be treated 
lightly. DV was perceived as “wrong”, and ending this wrongdoing seemed to be a big 
motivating factor for most officers. Although officers seemed to define domestic violence 
in slightly different ways, and talked about their frustration in responding to certain types 
of cases (discussed below), none were dismissive of DV or reported that police DV 
responses are unimportant.  
A few of the police officers talked about DV response as one of the most important parts 
of their jobs and a way to make a lasting impact. These officers emphasized their role as 
intercessors within family units that have normalized domestic violence. As such, they 
saw it as their duty to send the message that violence was unacceptable and to present 
victims and perpetrators with alternative options.  
“So our role coming into that is to kind of say to everybody within that little 
family system. We’re kind of society’s representatives, and it is our job to put 
everybody on notice that this is not normal. And it’s wrong. And so that’s the 
reason that… Because if we were to show up to where someone has been 
battered… It’s my opinion that everybody in that family is watching to see what 
we do. And we walk out of there without acting, we’re essentially, uh… putting 
our blessing on what just happened.” 
Children witnessing domestic violence seemed to strike a nerve with about half of the 
respondents, who talked about trans-generational transmission of violence and the 
traumatic effect that witnessing DV has on children as one of the most tragic and 
problematic aspects of DV. A few officers also focused on the importance of breaking the 
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cycle of violence by the message sent to children present in a domestic violence situation.  
“Yeah, it's always tough with kids… …cause you have these kids who didn't do 
anything wrong and cause mom and dad are fighting they have to sit there and 
see that and then they have to see police come in and maybe see a parent go away 
in handcuffs. So, that can't be good for the kid.” 
Understanding DV dynamics 
During interviews, responders discussed the wide spectrum of domestic violence 
behaviors they witnessed on the job, as well as their interpretations of the issues involved. 
The majority of responders understood DV to be a complex, multifaceted phenomenon; 
most recognized DV in terms of different, escalating stages before and after the onset of 
physical or sexual violence. About half of the responders recognized emotional and 
socioeconomic forms of abuse as important on their own and as steps of escalating 
violence. Furthermore, a few interviewees mentioned the importance of responding to 
non-violent calls as potential means for preventing escalation of abuse.  
Most of the police officers displayed a complex and sympathetic understanding of 
victims’ difficult circumstances and reasons not to leave their abusive partners. The 
perceived reasons that respondents most often cited were fear of the perpetrator and 
anticipated custody issues, as well as economic dependence on a partner. Most of the 
officers discussed the roles emotional connection and love played in domestic violence 
situations, and how they complicate all of a victim’s decisions.  
Unsurprisingly, differences seem to exist between interview responses provided by 
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regular officers and those attached to a DV-specific task force. First, compared to those in 
other units, DV task force officers tended to talk more extensively about the isolation felt 
by many victims, their lack of a support structures, and how these factors play into 
experiences of continuing violence. Moreover, DV unit officers addressed the emotional 
withdrawal victims experienced, as well as victims’ resignation to their situations, more 
extensively.  
"It’s… a lot of times… the person has been isolated, in so many different ways... I 
think it mainly centers around whether they have a support structure in place. You 
know, batterers in general try to control that individual, the victim. They try to 
make sure that they don’t have access to money. If they do have a job, you know, 
when they come they turn the check over to the batterer. If they have kids 
together, they let them know that ‘Hey, if you leave me, I’m gonna fight you for 
the kids.’” 
Additionally, officers specifically trained and focused on DV were more likely to discuss 
the cyclical nature of domestic violence. Some of the officers described how they use this 
knowledge and experience in their approaches to dealing with individual victims, 
especially when attempting to get them to see their situation in a different light. DV 
officers described their aim in this as trying to educate victims in order to give them a 
framework in which to place their experiences in the hopes of facilitating their departure 
from abusive relationships. For example, one officer relayed what he thought was a case 
well handled by another: “Well, [the other] officer talked to her for maybe 15 or 20 
minutes. And she said, ‘I told her the whole thing, we are the experts on this, we go to 
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these call all the time, we see it all the time. It only going to get worse.’” 
DV patterns: Alcohol, financial insecurity, and stress 
Officers reported several observed patterns related to DV calls. For instance, alcohol 
came up in every single interview as an important contributor to violence. Officers 
attributed this fact to both the disinhibiting effects of alcohol, which facilitated the start 
of arguments and the subsequent use of violence, and the tendency of people to imbibe in 
times of difficulty (such as financial problems). While the police officers interviewed 
asserted that DV crosses income divides, most reported that they got called out more 
often to less-affluent areas. This was, in part, attributed to the enormous financial stresses 
that lower-income families were perceived to face. One officer explained that because 
housing is typically closer together in lower-income urban and suburban settings, DV 
calls from neighbors tend to be more frequent than in richer areas: 
“Most of the time our domestic violence is reported is a neighbor, or somebody 
else calling in, so it winds up being a lot of trailer parks and apartment complexes 
because neighbors can hear what is going on. Out at some of the richer areas, the 
houses are farther apart, they are better insulated. People don’t hear the 
arguments unless they happen to be walking the street and the windows are 
open.” 
Some of the officers understood DV in terms of the lack of an ability to manage life 
stresses among affected households, and especially among the offenders. As one officer 
put it: 
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“Generally speaking, people we are dealing with in domestic violence calls have 
poor internal mechanisms for coping with stress and that’s why we are dealing 
with them.  And that continues to be apparent in their interactions with us. They’ll 
become very angry with us, they’ll yell and scream. We’ll remind them multiple 
times, I’m here trying to help you, help me help you. And they are not able to 
contemplate that.”  
Ensuring security  
Officers had a clear view of their roles and what constituted a successful response to the 
various types of DV they witnessed, although the specifics varied among interviewees. 
Generally, police officers perceived themselves as primary responders to DV cases, and 
sought to extend their services as much as possible given financial and legal constraints. 
Ensuring the safety of victims and families was seen as crucial by all the officers 
interviewed. This was framed through two approaches: arresting the perpetrator when 
appropriate, and de-escalating the situation. Officers mentioned the importance of 
bringing “the hand of the law” down on perpetrators, and making an arrest whenever 
there was justifiable cause to do so. When officers described “bad” responses, one 
consistent theme was the failure to arrest or take other actions, such as documentation or 
investigation, as appropriate.  
Every single responder also saw control and de-escalation of the situation as crucial to a 
successful response, potentially achievable without use of force. To do so, officers would 
exhibit a peaceful demeanor and work to separate parties for as long as was necessary to 
calm them down. Several officers mentioned that one of the biggest failures they could 
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envision was failing to properly diffuse and document a case, and then later have it 
escalate to violence after they departed. 
This emphasis on de-escalation and ensuring security (often through arrest) was also 
reflected in training that officers reported to be useful. A few officers mentioned that one 
of the most helpful classes in dealing with DV was Crisis Intervention Training (CIT), 
which focuses on dealing with individuals in emotional or mental distress and teaches 
non-violent de-escalation techniques. Some officers desired more training to help them 
understand how people react in upsetting or emotional situations, and to address them 
most effectively. In terms of legal redress, a few officers emphasized how a yearly legal 
update on DV would be incredibly helpful, as they are not always aware of the changes to 
laws and options available to them. 
Documenting DV for proper prosecution and future response 
Proper documentation was repeatedly emphasized by the majority of police officers as a 
key to an appropriate long-term legal response, as it allowed the victim to build a case for 
a protective order and aided in any current or future. There were also some suggestions 
that not documenting properly could land officers in trouble if there was escalation and 
resulting questions about proper prior response. As one officer described various reasons 
for documentation:  
“So if one… if an assault or something happens later on, you know, it’s on record 
that we have dealt with them and that there had been no assault beforehand, and 
neither party said that there was an assault beforehand. And other than saying… 
‘alright then, good luck,’ and us leaving, and if a violent crime happened after it, 
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and we had no record of it, and they said ‘Well the police came out here last week 
and they didn’t do anything about it’…” 
When this respondent was then asked whether in their opinion the emphasis on 
documentation was for the protection of police, or for the purposes of establishing a 
record of violence by the perpetrator, they responded:  
“Both. Because the police department wants to show that they have responded, 
and they documented everything that happened, and made sure that no crime had 
been committed. And then, if, for instance, a violent crime happens and then the 
male or female needs to go to the court, “This is why I need the protection order. 
This isn’t the first incident. There was an incident last week too.” They can pull 
that record and show that we did respond because there was an incident.” 
Documentation was also seen as the only option in cases where violence was not physical 
or sexual. Officers reported feelings of frustration about not being able to take more 
effective steps concerning non-physical violence, as well as worries that non-physical DV 
situations may escalate if no response is made. The amount of evidence necessary in 
order to apprehend someone for stalking, for instance, or for violating a restraining order 
was seen as fairly high (essentially, the violation had to be witnessed). Repeated verbal 
conflict also could not be addressed even when it clearly constituted emotional abuse. As 
a result, some officers described trying to go above and beyond to help in cases where 
there were no clear criminal violations, as they did not want to be viewed as useless and 
did not want the victim to stop calling them because their response was lacking. As one 
officer put it: “You know, sometimes I will document things and write a report even 
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when other officers might not because it is comforting to that person to know that we are 
taking steps.” 
Providing respect, emotional support, and advice 
When asked about “ideal” or “successful” DV response, officers spent a lot of time 
describing their philosophies behind approaching these cases, rather than listing their 
duties. Sensitivity and respect for victims were frequently cited as crucial. This included 
trying to establish connections, often by bringing a more personal perspective to the 
issue, or by simply being aware of the tone of voice and character of the conversation 
directed at the victim.  
“When you kind of let someone into your world, that can… that can help you 
diffuse the situation. And that can help them say: “You know what, this cop didn’t 
just come here and tell me what to do. He sat down and asked me questions. He 
asked me how I felt. He, um, he asked me what I wanted to do. He didn’t tell me 
what to do. He gave me his advice. He gave me his experience with things like 
that. Maybe I should take this officer’s advice.”   
A couple of officers also specifically talked about providing emotional support. As one 
female officer put it, “A lot of times, I just provide a shoulder to cry on. Somebody who 
will actually listen to the victim.” 
Conversely, when asked about what constitutes a poor quality response, officers 
mentioned overtly showing signs of disinterest, distrust, or disrespect to the victim, or, as 
one officer put it “acting like a tough cop”. Although most officers reported feeling 
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frustrated with DV situations, especially with repeat cases, displaying this frustration in 
any way was seen as completely inappropriate. When asked about unsuccessful 
approaches to handling DV, one officer replied, “Oh! Not knowing how to speak to 
people. Telling people what to do when you legally can’t. Talking down on people. 
Giving off signs that you don’t care.” 
Most officers also seemed comfortable advising the victim to leave and what actions 
could be taken to do so.  This was seen by most as a necessary part of the response, as 
officers recounted from experience that violence was not likely to stop on its own. For 
some this came from a very personal perspective, as evidenced by this officer:  
“I try to get on a more personal level with them because I was a domestic 
violence victim. So I try to get on that level with them and tell them ‘Look, I’m not 
lying to you. I’m telling you I’ve been there, I’ve lived it. I got out and look at 
what I’m doing. You can do it too. There’s resources. I’ll help you in any way I 
can.’” 
Others tried to share their work experiences and the patterns observed in previous cases 
with the victims. In doing so, the stated goal was to make the victims recognize that the 
violence would likely continue and that they did not deserve it. At the same time, officers 
talked about victims reaching a “breaking point” before they would take action towards 
leaving, and how most advice was unlikely to be followed until that time.  
Long-term integrated response 
One important limit of law enforcement response to DV observed by the officers in this 
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study is the lack of viable, long-term solutions for most DV cases. Consistent with their 
job description, officers did not normally follow up with victims. However, officers did 
see it as a minimum standard to connect victims to external resources that could help 
them change their situations. Officers not only talked about handing out booklets with 
information on DV hotlines, agencies, and shelters (which is generally required), but also 
making sure to discuss the resources with the victims after the situation had calmed 
down, explain the options available, and assisting in connecting them to social workers or 
someone else who could follow up with them. When resources allowed, police also tried 
to provide services like transportation to the magistrate for the victim to take out a 
protection order, or even directly connecting them to a DV agency.  
As mentioned above, one of the departments of officers interviewed has optional 
specialized DV training and an associated team. In this department, all cases are reviewed 
and followed up on by the Crisis Unit, which consists of several social workers whose 
primary responsibility is working with domestic violence cases and following up over 
time. The four officers who received this particular DV training cited the Crisis Unit as 
invaluable for referral and long-term effectiveness. These officers also discussed the role 
of this Unit and the continuous feedback from it they received as instrumental in 
improving the quality of their response. Officers interviewed from departments lacking 
special DV units also recognized the usefulness of such units and expressed repeatedly 
that they wished this resource was available to them, even if it was on a part-time basis or 
located in a nearby area. 
Officers in departments without social worker support lamented the lack of a strong 
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connection between their department and local DV agencies. This was framed in terms of 
several potential benefits. A couple of officers mentioned the need for more information 
on the long-term situation of victims that such agencies could provide, and the usefulness 
of receiving feedback on the cases officers handled. One officer also talked about the role 
DV agencies could play in ensuring that resources provided by law enforcement to 
victims are up to date and familiar to the officers.  
Repeat offenders, repeat victims  
Chronic or repeated violence, defined as violence that occurs multiple times involving the 
same couple, was another theme that arose in every interview. Officers commonly 
described recognizing addresses from dispatch communications and knowing who and 
what type of situation to expect before ever arriving on the scene. Discussions of these 
cases were often accompanied by expressions of feelings of frustration, powerlessness 
and/or disillusionment. This seemed closely tied to the thought that all the officers’ 
actions to date had been futile and that nothing in the situation was going to change, at 
least at the present time. A few officers admitted that this occasionally affected the 
quality of their response and resulted in complacency, especially in cases that did not 
escalate beyond verbal arguments. As one officer expressed: 
“Most of the time, it’s the same situation. Like, you know, “John is playing his TV 
too loud and I’m trying to go to sleep”. Or “he’s had too much to drink and he’s 
angry about this”. We’re taught and trained not to get complacent in our job. I 
can tell you that I’ve been guilty of it. And if any other officer told you that they 
weren’t, they’d be lying.” 
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In some interviews, complacency was brought up as a failing that the officer was aware 
of and that should be addressed; in others, it was presented as an inevitable response to 
over-stimulation. A few officers reported seeing other police on the scene “go through the 
motions” or try to hurry a case along in similar circumstances. Although it is difficult to 
generalize based on the sample size, less experienced officers tended to highlight the 
difficulty of not “giving up” on chronic cases, since these were seen as beyond possibility 
of change: “If you’ve been married 10, 15, 20 years, you guys have grown old together, 
and they’re…  they’re not leaving.” 
However, officers also demonstrated positive attitudes and talked of persisting with good 
quality response despite repeated setbacks. More experienced officers mentioned 
survivors who left after many years of abuse and were more likely to perceive situations 
involving repeat calls as a process that may culminate in change. In this way, each 
additional call was interpreted as the next step on a path possibly leading to a positive 
outcome: 
"Sometimes it’s: “Oh, we’ve been here 20 times, we’ve arrested him 19 out of 
those 20 times, and she’s still with him. So why am I going to waste my time?”. 
Well, you’re gonna waste your time because maybe the 20th time he gets arrested 
she’s gonna go “Hm, maybe I should get out of this.” You know, there’s always 
that chance that they’re going to realize  “I need to get out of this”. So, I think, I 
would say the majority of the time if they don’t want to arrest, it’s a repeat 
offender and they just keep taking them back.” 
Still, even these officers repeatedly brought up frustration with seeing repeated 
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victimization. Regardless of how optimistic these officers remained, waiting for victims 
to reach their “breaking point” took an emotional toll: “So I do understand the cycle, but 
it’s very frustrating still. Very frustrating to go to the same people, and, um… try to get 
through to them and know that until they’ve made up their mind, it’s not gonna happen.” 
Another negative theme involving repeat cases was the deliberate misuse of the system. 
On the part of offenders, officers described calls where a perpetrator injured themselves 
in an attempt to redirect blame after committing violence, or where a person injured 
themselves to get their partner in trouble. The perpetrators in these cases were seen as 
thoroughly familiar with the system due to repeated DV-related interactions with police, 
and able to take advantage of the system because of this knowledge.  
Alternatively, officers also extensively described victims’ abuse of protection orders. 
This took place when a victim deliberately made contact with the perpetrator against 
whom they had a protection order, invited them to a meeting under some pretext, and 
then called the police to have the perpetrator arrested. As one officer explained, 
“Especially when we have, you know, protective orders, and no contact orders, Well… 
‘You owe me child support and you haven’t paid me. I’ll get you back.’ I call you and 
invite you over, and then I call 911 and tell them you’re at my house. So then you get 
arrested because you violated the order, even though she called you and said ‘come over’, 
you know that you have this piece of paper in place that says you cannot be there.” While 
this was not perceived as a very frequent problem, nearly all officers reported seeing such 
cases repeatedly.  
Common sentiment expressed by police was frustration at being deceived and 
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manipulated, especially since they still had to go through the legal procedures and 
conduct an arrest in these deliberately orchestrated situations. As one officer explained: 
"That becomes frustrating because you feel like, you almost feel like you're in that 
situation just a tool that they us to punish one another, and it's not the way we were 
designed to be involved."  
Who gets to be a victim?   
An even more interesting and impactful question that affects the quality of response, is 
who gets to be seen as a victim by the police. The theme of negotiating the victimhood 
identity is most obvious in cases of potentially bidirectional domestic violence, especially 
when this violence is not physical.  
All of the officers interviewed discussed the importance of distinguishing between 
injuries inflicted through self-defense versus those sustained through bidirectional, 
combative violence. Opinions differed dramatically in terms of the frequency of 
bidirectional violence. However, the opinion of the majority of interviewees seemed to 
align with an officer who said that "99% of the time it's pretty clear who the aggressor 
was", and that bidirectional violence, especially physical violence, was very rare. As a 
result, most interviewees emphasized trying to avoid mutual arrest as much as possible. 
Officers seemed motivated by the belief that in most cases there was an instigator. The 
officers talked extensively about using the “preponderance of evidence” to judge who 
was at fault for an encounter, and whether bidirectional violence occurred. While officers 
stressed the importance of getting the victim’s story as a part of this evidence, as well as 
the importance of showing trust and respect to the victim while investigating, a lot of 
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emphasis was placed on figuring out “the truth” in terms of physical evidence and 
eyewitness accounts. Officers also emphasized that this presented a considerable 
challenge at times: 
“I would say just getting all the information you can, cause you've got people 
yelling and you're trying to think and figure out what was happening and what's 
going on and you have everyone's emotions all high and stuff. So I'd say that's 
probably the toughest part of the domestic is piecing it all together right there--
Cause we don't, it's not like we have the leisure of "okay, I'm gonna go and we're 
gonna sit down in a nice quiet room and talk about it." No, you're there at their 
apartment, they're drunk [laughs], they want to yell and scream, we don't have an 
hour or two hours to just sit there and figure out what happened.” 
Similarly, a wide variety of calls that get dispatched as domestic violence were often not 
accepted as such by the officers, resulting in a rejection of labeling anyone as a 
“perpetrator’ or “victim’, or assigning fault. In some cases, this was because, as officers 
reported that some families used the police to settle arguments, or, sometimes, even to 
discipline teenagers.  
“One that stuck in my mind that was more of a disturbance, there wasn't any 
violence, they were arguing over the volume of the TV. And it's like, these are 
grown adults and they're having to call 911 to have someone that they don’t even 
know come and interfere in their life, involved over something so, so small.” 
“If the police are called, it’s generally because two people are arguing. It’s 
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hardly ever a one-sided thing, but… I think, at least personally, I feel like when 
we respond and there is a legitimate victim who hasn’t really done anything, is 
just in an unfortunate situation, I’m going to go above and beyond to make sure I 
give them all the resources.” 
As these quote suggests, when non-physical abuse was perceived as bidirectional (for 
example, both parties screaming at each other or arguing), the designation of DV was 
much more open to interpretation. Consequently, reactions from some of the police 
officers diverged from the motivated and serious stance on DV in general. Some of the 
officers talked of these cases as a misclassification that should not be called in as DV, as 
thinking that they were going to a DV call escalated their response unnecessarily. A 
couple of the responders went further to suggest that many of these calls do not warrant 
for a police response at all and instead wasted resources needed elsewhere.  
Others clearly identified it as an appropriate part of their DV role, but still displayed 
frustration and bewilderment over repeated response to these cases (although these 
feelings were not universal). This is not to suggest that all emotional violence was treated 
lightly; as mentioned, most officers clearly saw emotional DV as important and deserving 
of response. Rather, this shows that there is much more of a perceived spectrum in DV, 
and that depending on officers’ interpretations, and how “complicit” individuals are seen 
to be, victims may not be taken as seriously.   
Discussion 
Although this study found some mixed themes in the perceptions of domestic violence by 
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police officers, the officers we interviewed generally displayed a thorough understanding 
of DV complexity and respect for the victim’s agency. They spoke compassionately 
about barriers to leaving, cycles of violence, and the isolation of the victim. Officers also 
discussed DV patterns they recognize in the course of doing their jobs, including alcohol 
use, financial difficulties and other stresses, and the overall lack of ability among 
offenders to cope with stress within their lives. Most of the police officers interviewed 
described DV response as a crucial part of their work and an important way to make a 
difference in the community. 
Police officers reported high levels of comfort associated with addressing domestic 
violence, and had clear, although not always consistent, ideas on the role they should play 
in preventing and addressing DV. Their conceptions of their roles went far beyond the 
arrest of perpetrators to include de-escalation of the situation, thorough documentation of 
the case, emotionally supporting the victim, and connecting the victim to DV agencies 
and counselors, although the importance of arrest in cases in which it was warranted by 
the evidence was seen as paramount. Officers vividly described the chaos and confusion 
of domestic calls, and much of their discussions revolved around de-escalation of DV 
through the exertion of calm control. Thorough documentation of cases was also 
repeatedly brought up as crucial aspects of the job – in terms of facilitating imminent 
prosecutions as well as building future cases, especially in situations that lacked 
sufficient evidence to make immediate arrests.  
 
Some officers spoke of the importance of listening to victims and treating them with 
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respect; in a few cases officers also mentioned the need for additional sensitivity and 
gentleness. Officers uniformly seemed willing to counsel victims, educate them on their 
options and the cycle of violence, and to try to convince them to leave abuse partners. 
While this willingness seemed to stem from a deep desire to help, and in some cases was 
motivated by a personal experience with DV, advice can also be perceived as 
unsupportive by the victims depending on its quality. Previous studies have found that 
providing information about steps and resources available to the victims, as well as a 
sympathetic ear, were almost universally seen as helpful.5 However, the literature also 
shows that police officers sometimes interpret a victim who stays in a DV situation in 
terms of their “wrong” thinking, and attempt to persuade victims to “change their minds”. 
This approach by officers was overwhelmingly seen as disempowering and unhelpful by 
the victims.15 Counseling from officers in this study was highly individualized – officers 
gave advice in their own words, based on their own motivations and perceptions. 
Unfortunately, some of the language officers report using is suggestive that they may 
subscribe to this “wrong thinking” perspective. More research is needed into how such 
messaging is calibrated to be perceived as positive and helpful by victims.  
Despite the generally positive stance on DV as a whole, all police officers in this study 
admitted to feeling frustration when it came to addressing chronic violence. Officers 
frequently felt that they could not do much to stop violence in the long term, and often 
framed in terms of lack of cooperation and follow-through by victims. Officers often saw 
their repeated visits to the same households as fruitless, and described how they knew 
that no matter how much they talked to the victim or what actions they took, their advice 
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would likely be ignored. Officers strived not to let negative emotions affect their 
professionalism, but some admitted that they or others around them occasionally became 
complacent or dismissive. This finding echoes those of Horwitz et. al. (2011),18 who 
documented feelings of frustration and powerlessness among police officers, and 
concluded that they were  contributing to reduced quality responses.  
Ultimately this study finds that police responses to DV are driven by subjective 
interpretations of who is or is not a victim, and officers’ perceptions of the likely success 
of their interventions. While this is not the case for all police officers, we found some 
issues with police officers’ constructions of victim identity. For example, when 
bidirectional violence took place, it was mostly seen as an equal offense committed by 
both parties. As a result, officers perceived both parties as perpetrators, and sometimes 
also perceived victims who “deliberately provoked” violence as complicit. Yet some 
researchers suggest that initiating or returning violence can be a method of coping for 
female victims of chronic emotional and physical DV. Victims reported that they would 
sometimes deliberately provoke an outburst from the perpetrator or even attack first to 
minimize the severity of an episode that they feel coming, to have some control over the 
timing or severity of the attack, or to otherwise minimize victimization.20  
Similarly, in cases of emotional violence or interpersonal arguments, a few police officers 
expressed frustration at the situations for which they were called out. While some of them 
genuinely appeared to be cases of mislabeling by dispatchers, overall, the broadening 
scope of what gets labeled as domestic violence results in a wide range of calls, some of 
which do not seem as serious as others. Police also saw some victims and perpetrators of 
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chronic violence as “abusers of the system”. This included victims using protective 
orders as methods for revenge or control (by inviting the person against whom one had a 
protective order to meet, and then calling the police to arrest them for a violation). Police 
also mentioned perpetrators trying to deceive law enforcement by claiming that the 
victim attacked first. As a result, limited trust was placed in verbal accounts unless other 
evidence corroborated them.  
Unfortunately, such methods, however necessary, suggest that police, rather than victims, 
get to define their identity by judging the story and other evidence, even though they are 
not generally aware of the backstory and motivations of individuals. Furthermore, victims 
may be seen as more or less ‘authentic’ and deserving of help depending on their 
behavior. In the extreme, framing DV in this manner may lead to victims being no longer 
treated as such, and instead as complicit in the violence (i.e. to blame the victim or to de-
legitimize victimhood). In such cases sympathy and the willingness to treat the situation 
as serious may be reduced. The victim also may feel disempowered by having their 
experiences and victim status rejected.6 On the flip side, it may be disempowering to be 
labeled a victim, so this is not a proposal that this should be done uniformly. Rather, 
these findings suggest that there is more to explore in terms of how police and victims 
define the victim’s identity.  
Although the officers saw themselves as very important actors in addressing DV, they 
also were very aware of their limits. In fact, some of the frustration and victim definition 
issues potentially stem from the fact that officers are called out to family arguments and 
have to deal with a lot of emotional DV, while their role (as both self-described and 
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legally defined) gives them a lot more power to intervene in physical violence cases. Due 
to this, most of the officers emphasized the need for integrated response, and specifically 
for closer police involvement with social workers and DV agencies.  
This emphasis on value of integrated response was especially true in the department that 
housed a designated Crisis Unit comprised of social workers and was integrated with a 
DV police team. Although it is difficult to tell from the small sample, we observed that 
the police officers who not only underwent training by the unit, but who worked with it 
on a regular basis, saw their domestic assault related work in a more positive light, 
displayed less frustration with chronic cases and victims, and generally had more 
extensive knowledge of DV processes. The officers also took enormous pride in the 
department and the long-term work of the Crisis Unit in particular, seeing it as a key step 
to their response. The ability of the unit to support and debrief officers was also seen as 
valuable to those who took advantage of it. Some officers from departments who did not 
have such a unit expressed that they would like to have one available. This supports 
findings from a previous study in which police officers mostly saw working with DV-
specific social workers in a positive light.15   
Another suggestion made by one of the responders was to strengthen the connection 
between DV agencies and police departments. Making a difference was clearly an 
important motivating factor for the majority of the responders, and several officers 
lamented the lack of a feedback loop that would briefly update officers if the victim was 
working with a DV agency or going ahead with a legal case. In terms of training, DV 
agencies could deliver short information sessions on the resources they provide. Making 
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sure that resources that are handed out to victims are up to date and that all officers are 
familiar enough with them to review them thoroughly with the victims could also be a 
part of such a presentation and potentially improve referral services.  
Otherwise making the police aware of how their actions are helpful may also be 
beneficial in providing motivation. For example, when victims are interviewed about 
police intervention, many of them report temporary relief in the form of arrest of the 
perpetrator or other police intervention to be very helpful. This is in a sharp contrast with 
the views of some responders, who do not always see the value of their own repetitive 
actions, and thus lose motivation. Therefore, more training, especially training that shares 
the diverse coping strategies of victims and how high quality police response can help in 
different cases, could potentially improve police understanding of the situation and 
actions. Police especially highlighted continuous feedback and frequent re-training as 
helpful in this regard. 
The study has a number of limitations that affect the generalizability of the findings, as 
with any qualitative study. The study used a convenience sample of police officers from a 
progressive suburban area in Central NC. The officers of the sample, therefore, may be 
different than those from a different location. All the officers in the sample were also 
heterosexual, and most were Non-Hispanic White and male, which likely significantly 
affects their perceptions; a more diverse group may have resulted in different themes.  
Furthermore, the sample was self-selecting, with responders volunteering to participate in 
the study. Those who do not view DV as important or have a negative view of the victims 
were therefore unlikely to participate. Even those responders who did participate may not 
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have been entirely open about views or actions if they were aware of the negative light in 
which some of these interpretations would be seen. Although the interviewing researcher 
tried her best to build rapport with the responders, being a young female in academia  – 
fundamentally an outsider to many of the responders – may have biased the answers 
provided. This was most obvious in the reluctance of the responders to talk negatively 
about their own work or their colleagues, something that was especially marked in older 
responders.  
Most importantly, the study had a very small sample size, which we are looking to 
expand in future revisions of this paper. This made it very difficult to generalize 
conclusions even within our sample. For instance, we could not really explore the 
differences in perspectives of female versus male officers, as we only had two female 
respondents. Expanding the sample size further would improve the reliability of our 
conclusions, although, as noted, generalizability is limited by qualitative methodology.  
Conclusion 
Despite these limitations, the one-on-one format of this study provided responders with a 
confidential space and resulted in many candid discussions of motivations, frustration, 
and perceptions of the situation. This study is only the second to focus on police officer 
perspectives on DV, and it is the first to use individual interviews to do so. This format 
allowed us to contribute to the literature through delving deeper into motivations and 
frustrations of the officers. We hope that this research can be the foundation for 
exploration of potential procedural changes that would have a positive impact on DV 
outcomes and victim-police interactions.   
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